
 

PURPLE LOOSESTRIFE (Lythrum salicaria) 
 

  

  
Native range: 
Eurasia and Africa 

 
Characteristics (North Dakota State University):  
Purple loosestrife is a rhizomatous perennial forb. Wild infestations are associated with moist 
or marshy sites. The stems are erect (1.5 to 8 or more feet tall), four to six angled, and can be 
smooth or pubescent with few branches. Leaves are simple (0.75 to 4 inches long, 0.2 to 0.5 
inches wide), entire, and can be opposite or whorled.  

The most identifiable characteristic of purple loosestrife is the striking rose to purple colored 
flowers. The flowers are arranged on a spike, which can be a few inches to 3 feet long. Each 
flower has five to seven petals arising from a cylindrical green tube. The plant usually flowers 
from early July to mid-September. The seed capsule is two celled and contains many very small 
seeds (1 mm long or less). The roots become thick and woody in mature plants.  

 
Life cycle (North Dakota State University): 
The aerial shoots die in the fall and new shoots arise the following spring from buds at the top 
of the root crown. Although the root crown expands and produces more shoots each year, the 
maximum growth of the root crown diameter is limited to about 20 inches. Spread of purple 
loosestrife is primarily by seed, but the plant can also spread vegetatively from stem cuttings. 
Research at NDSU has shown that seed viability of purple loosestrife growing in North Dakota 



wetlands ranged from 50 to 100 percent. With approximately 2.7 million seeds produced per 
plant, purple loosestrife has the potential to spread rapidly once established in an area. 

 
Methods of control:   
Several methods are available for purple loosestrife control, including mechanical, biological, 
and chemical. The size and location of a specific infestation will determine the best control 
methods. In general, small infestations of a few plants can be controlled by digging, especially 
when plants are only a few years old. Larger infestations require treatment with herbicides 
and/or biological control agents.  
 
Mechanical harvesting can be used to control small infestations by removing all roots and 
underground stems. It is difficult to remove all of the roots in a single digging, so monitor the 
area for several growing seasons to ensure that purple loosestrife has not re-grown from roots 
or seed. This method is most useful on garden plantings or young infestations. Dispose of 
plants and roots by drying and burning or by composting in an enclosed area. Take care to 
prevent further seed spread from clothing or equipment during the removal process. Removal 
of all plant material is important. Small segments of purple loosestrife stems can become 
rooted and reestablish the infestation.  
 
Herbicides can be used to control purple loosestrife in areas too large to be controlled by 
digging. Also, herbicides can be applied to individual plants selectively in landscape situations 
to prevent killing desirable plants. Infestations growing along streams or in marshy areas may 
require specialized equipment and application by trained professionals.  
 
Biological agents:  Beetles (Galerucella spp) reduce the growth and reproduction of purple 
loosestrife. The adult beetles feed on the leaves of purple loosestrife and lay their eggs. Once 
the eggs have hatched, the larvae feed on the leaves and stems as they move down into the 
soil. The larvae cause the most damage to the plant and reduce the number of seeds 
produced. Wisconsin has an aggressive beetle control program intended for state-wide 
volunteers. The project is coordinated by Mr. Brock Woods of the WDNR.  

 
Methods of early detection:  
Watch for flowering plants near lakes, ponds, streams or wetlands in mid to late summer. 
Purple loosestrife stems end with a spike of many individual flowers. Each flower has five to six 
pink-purple petals. Other key characteristics are: 1) a four-to-six sided stem that can be two-
to-six feet tall and woody with several stems arising from a perennial crown root, 2) leaves 
usually opposite or whorled at the base of the stem, becoming alternate at the top, and 3) a 
prominent leaf venation with pinnate veins ending in a common vein parallel to, and 
extending along the entire leaf margin. 

 


